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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 
Term Definition 
AHSSBL Arts, Humanities, Social Sciences, Business and Law  
ASBAP Athena SWAN Bronze Action Plan 
BAU Business as usual 
BORIS UNSW’s research performance metrics system 
HoS 
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1. KEY BARRIER 

The University of New South Wales Sydney (UNSW) regards academic promotions as an important 
driver for attracting, retaining and progressing careers of a diverse cohort of employees in Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Maths and Medicine (STEMM) disciplines.  

This Cygnet Award application focuses on promotion of academic staff in STEMM disciplines at 
UNSW, specifically Engineering, Science, UNSW Canberra, Medicine and Health. This Key Barrier has 
multiple contributing factors. The application examines the promotion application process and 
broader equity concerns, considering these in the context of the career pipeline for academic 
women. This pipeline is complex and requires interventions at a range of stages to leverage not only 
promotion but also recruitment and retention at UNSW. 

In 2018, UNSW’s Athena SWAN Bronze Action Plan (ASBAP) identified pipeline challenges as a 
concern, first identifying objectives from which to develop key initiatives (Table 1.1).  

Table 1.1 Extract from UNSW’s ASBAP2 - Key Action Area 2
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Table 2.4 illustrates time at Level D prior to successful promotion to Level E in 2017 compared with 
those eligible to apply for promotion.5 As a case study, these data represent the whole of institution, 
based on a concern that females spend longer at level than males, which slows progression. There 
was no significant difference between genders in time at level for promotion success relative to 
those eligible to apply for promotion.  

Table 2.4 Case study – academic promotions to Level E, relative to academic population at Level D, 
by gender and time at Level 

 
2017 Academic staff at Level D 

promoted/Number at level 
 

Female Male 

<2 years at Level D 0/91  0/178  

2-5 years at Level D 5/79 (6%) 14/184 (8%) 

�D�����^�J�F�W�X���F�Y���1�J�[�J�Q���) 5/39 (13%) 14/108 (13%) 
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Action 7.3:  Conduct focus groups with female staff 
to explore how inequities due to gender are 
amplified by other personal characteristics such as 
cultural background, Indigenous status and 
disability.  

 

Understanding academic promotions for women and gender diverse staff in STEMM includes 
consideration of the ways that lived experience and identities that encompass gender, sexuality, 
cultural background, disability and Indigenous origin intersect. These positionalities result in a 
variable and complex experience of the academic promotion process.  

Research from UNSW acknowledges that staff with membership in multiple equity groups may 
experience compounding challenges.9 Such challenges are well established in the University sector.10 
For example, the required evidence in promotion applications includes robust publishing records, 
excellent teaching evaluations from students and impactful service and engagement activities.11 
Producing this evidence can sometimes present challenges for applicants managing caring 
responsibilities. Such barriers are also often compounded for disabled or chronically ill staff 
members. Women academics from backgrounds where English is not the first language are more 
likely to experience discriminatory student evaluations.12 Similarly, women from marginalised 
backgrounds are less likely to have their work cited, and less attract other markers of esteem such as 
awards and speaker invitations.13 For these reasons, the 2018 Promotions Procedure included a 
statement about performance relative to opportunity (ROPE). Further commitments were made in 
the ASBAP to update the UNSW performance appraisal (myCareer) processes (Section 3 Activities 
and Outputs).    

 

3. ACTIVITIES AND OUTPUTS 

Actions to address promotion as a key barrier have been delivered as part of the UNSW ASBAP 
(Table 3.1). The A
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necessitated increasing the representation of women in the academic pipeline, including 
promotions, through interventions with direct impact on the promotions process.    

Table 3.1 Examples of UNSW ASBAP initiatives to support gender equity in academic promotion in 
STEMM disciplines (as reported in March 2018 to SAGE) 

Initiative/Output Description 

Increasing the representation 
of women in the academic 
pipeline 

Action 2.3 : Updated performance appraisal (myCareer) processes, support 
materials and training for conversation leaders (managers) and staff to 
include the topic of conversion to continuing, with a specific prompt for 
conversation leaders (managers) to discuss with staff in relevant cases.  

Action 2.4 : Promote and disseminate opportunities for academic women to 
apply for continuing positions under the Women in STEMM priority area of 
the Scientia Fellowship Scheme are promoted via: 
- STEMM Faculty EDI Committees; 
- newsletters; 
- Women in Research Network newsletters;  
- Women in Research Network 
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Table 3.1 describes interventions undertaken in the promotions pathway to facilitate and strengthen 
approaches for academic women in STEMM at UNSW. A combination of cultural shifts, skillsets and 
accessible supports have a cumulative effect for staff, and for academic promotion. 

Intersectionality 
UNSW can report on some demographic characteristics of staff. The Institutional Context document 
describes upcoming improvements to the way UNSW reports staff diversity data.14   

 

4. OUTCOMES 

The activities and outputs detailed above have contributed to the reduction of academic promotion 
as a barrier to gender equity by increasing the number and rate of women applying for promotion, 
maintaining high promotion rates and improving the level of support provided. While numerical 
targets weren’t explicitly set as part of the ASBAP, the intent is to increase application rates from 
women to be at least equivalent to the percentage of representation at level; for the promotion 
success rates to be at least equivalent to men and for the satisfaction in the level of support 
provided to be meaningfully improved above the 2017 data. 

Evidence for the reduction of this barrier is provided and discussed. This submission indicates that 
representation of women in the academic pipeline, which includes recruitment and retention, is a 
key contributor to academic promotion outcomes at UNSW. Increasing the representation of women 
in the academic pipeline will be key for improving UNSW’s progress towards its Council gender 
equity KPIs, namely 40% representation of women at Levels D and E.   

Figure 4.1 Celebrating strong outcomes in academic promotions 

 

 
14 The development of the EDI dashboard described in UNSW’s Institutional Context submission (p. 8) will 
enhance understanding of how gender intersects with other diversity characteristics and provide insight for 
the promotions process. 

Celebrating strong outcomes in academic promotions 

�x An increase in numbers of women applying for promotion, relative to the number of 
women staff available to apply; this includes an increase in Level D promotion 
applications for women, previously noted as a challenge (see Tables 4.1, 4.2; Figure 
4.2). 

�x UNSW continuing with academic promotions rounds in 2020 and 2021 despite 
significant sector interruptions due to COVID-19 pandemic. 

�x Low numbers of appeals in the promotions process; zero appeals in 2022 and fewer 
than 10 appeals made in the last 20 years (see p. 17). 

�x Record number of promotion applications indicated in preliminary assessment of the 
2023 round. 

�x High success rates in female promotions at all levels (see Tables 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4). 
�x High ratio of female promotions relative to SAGE members (Figure 4.3) 
�x Focus group feedback confirmed that participants were generally able to access quality 

support through the promotions process, and the information sessions conducted by 
human resources (HR) was consistently spoken of favourably (see Table 5.1).  
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Table 4.1 Academic staff (continuing and fixed-term) headcount by level and gender, 1 Jan 2017 

 
 

STEMM  AHSSBL 

 A B C D E Total   A B C D E Total  

    2018          

 

le03 Tw 10.02 0 0/Ar1 7 77.4 701.64 Tm
tal
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University sector more broadly15 and impacted gender equity strategy and progress more 
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Table 4.2 Number and percentages of all UNSW promotion applications by gender and level, 
compared to the potential talent pool* 

Level promoted to Gender 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 Total 
B Female 23 15 16 26 29 109 

  Male 31 34 32 27 19 143 

All Level B applications % Female 43% 31% 33% 49% 60% 43% 

Staff at Level A* % Female 42% 42% 42% 41% 41%  

C Female 39 38 30 44 36 187 

  Male 49 42 36 39 47 213 

All Level C applications % Female 44% 48% 45% 53% 43% 47% 

Staff at Level B* % Female 46% 49% 48% 48% 49%  

D Female 39 46 41 37 41 204 

  Male 50 46 39 42 38 215 

All Level D applications % Female 44% 50% 51% 47% 52% 49% 

Staff at Level C* % Female 45% 43% 43% 42% 42%  

E Female 23 22 18 12 22 97 

  Male 34 25 19 30 30 138 
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*  Academic staff on continuing and fixed-term contracts on 1 January. Note only a subset of this 
population have completed the eligibility requirement to serve two years at level prior to 
applying for promotion (removed in 2017 then reintroduced in 2020). 
  

Table 4.4 Success rates (Successful candidates ÷ Number of applications), by gender (all 
applications) 

Level promoted to Gender 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 
5 Year 
Total 

B 
Female 96% 80% 100% 100% 90% 94% 

Male 81% 79% 91% 85% 89% 85% 

C 
Female 95% 92% 97% 93% 97% 95% 

Male 94% 93% 97% 
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Table 4.5 Proportion of applicants in Science submitting a ROPE statement, 2020-2023 

 Level B Level C Level D Level E 

Female 50% 60% 62% 31% 

Male 18% 11% 40% 11% 
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Faculty of Engineering 
 

  B   C   D   E    B   C   D   E    A B C D E   
  F %F M F 
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Faculty of Science 
 

  B   C   D   E    B   C   D   E    A B C D E   
  F %F  M F %F  M F %F  M F %F  M  F %F  M F %F  M F %F  M F %F  M  %F %F %F %F %F   

2018  3 30% 7 8 42% 11 7 54% 6 6 35% 11  3 30% 7 7 41% 10 7 58% 5 6 40% 9  45% 36% 37% 31% 12%   
2019  3 50% 3 4 25% 12 10 40% 15 4 36% 7  3 50% 3 4 25% 12 9 41% 13 4 36% 7  47% 43% 35% 36% 18%   
2020  6 60% 4 10 59% 
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Progress towards equitable gender representation at UNSW has been demonstrated, with female 
representation increasing from 30%/44% at Level D in STEMM/AHSSBL in 2017 to 39%/48% in 2023, 
and from 18%/34% at Level E in STEMM/AHSSBL in 2017 to 26%/40% in 2023 (Table 2.1 and Table 
4.1). This increase can be partly attributed to the success of UNSW’s promotions process, but further 
understanding of the career pipeline is required. 

Professor Lisa Kewley20 was engaged to complete academic workforce comparisons and modelling 
for all UNSW STEM, UNSW Canberra, Faculty of Engineering and Faculty of Science individually. This 
work aimed to identify opportunities to accelerate UNSW’s progress towards gender equity, by 
exploring the impact of hires, promotions and exits from the workforce using HR data from 2016-
2021.  

The fir
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The subsequent analysis showed the proportion of women by academic level
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Figure 4.4 STEM pipeline – academic workforce modelling – 2020-2050 
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Intersectionality 
Based on Section 2 Evidence of Barrier, UNSW has revised staff questionnaires and the functionality 
of its HR information systems to enable collection of gender data that comprehensively capture non-
binary identities and intersections of gender with other identities (Section 6).  

Reducing the barrier 
Promotions data after 2018 illustrates that representation of women in most academic levels at 
UNSW is increasing. Other successes are summarised in Figure 4.1. 

Table 4.7 below illustrates actions taken, intended outcomes of these actions as measures of 
success, and actual outcomes.  

Table 4.7 Outcomes of UNSW ASBAP initiatives to support promotions 

Activity/Output Success measure Actual outcome 

1. Addressing pipeline challenges 
through recruitment, retention and 
promotion to achieve University-
wide target (from 2025 Strategy)  
of 40% academic women at levels 
D and E and 50% professional 
women at levels 10+, endorsed by 
University Council. 
 
Note: These targets were set as 
part of UNSW’s 2025 Strategy, and 
as such the target date is 2025. 
Wherever possible we have listed a 
2022 delivery date per the ASBAP. 

�x Increase in women 
academics at levels D and E 
(combined) from 28% to 35% 
by 2022 and thereafter 40% 
by 2025. 

�x Increase in women 
academics at levels D and E 
in STEMM faculties from 23% 
to 30% by 2022. 

 
Targets will be reviewed annually 
and adjusted as necessary. 

2021: tracking 
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Activity/Output Success measure Actual outcome 

The Faculty of Medicine & Health’s ‘Elevate’ 
program is an academic promotion support 
program designed to assist academic 
promotions from level A to B regardless of 
gender. The program consists of the following 
activities: Promotion Information Session with 
at least three recently promoted academics on 
a panel; cohort meet-ups; ROPE session; 
library Metrics session ; Application Review by 
at least two academics ; and Mock Interview 
Workshops with at least two people on the 
panel.      
 
Ongoing, 2018 – present: 
Information sessions and workshops are 
conducted centrally by the HR Promotions 
Manager to help potential applicants prepare 
their promotions applications. The HR 
Promotions Manager arranges for volunteer 
guest speakers; the aim is for diversity based 
on gender equity at a minimum.  
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Activity/Output Success measure Actual outcome 

including the executive team, 
deans, heads of school, division 
heads and other relevant senior 
staff.  

All faculty and division leadership teams had 
completed this training by  2023.   

7. Senior Leadership training 
programs: pilot two leadership 
development programs targeted at 
Heads of Schools and emerging 
leaders (Orion and Carina 
Programs) and identify top talent 
women to participate.  

 

�x At least 50% of participants in 
Carina and Orion programs 
are women. 

Orion and Carina are annual programs 
designed to support and develop UNSW’s 
leadership stars. Leadership roles and 
responsibilities are significant to applications 
for academic promotion. Carina engages 
emerging leaders, while Orion supports the 
continued growth of more seasoned 
experienced leadership. To ensure the fair 
representation and inclusion, Carina and Orion 
have selection targets for various 
demographics.  
 
UNSW aims to ensure no group can exceed 
60% of the intake or be less than 40% of the 
intake (e.g. for gender, a minimum of 40% 
intake must be women, but also a maximum 
of 60% can be women to ensure diversity 
within the cohort and fair inclusion. UNSW 
also does this for the academic/professional 
split).  
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and reduce promotions as a barrier to gender equity.21 Researchers assessed the impact of these 
initiatives, inviting participants across a range of schools and faculties to contribute their lived 
experience of the activities and outputs (Table 3.1). Table 5.1 summarises this impact and samples of 
qualitative data collected in focus groups. 

Table 5.1 Assessing impact of UNSW’s initiatives to address promotion as a key barrier as revealed 
by focus group research 

Initiative Impact Data 

Elevate program 
– Faculty of 
Medicine & 

Health 

Numerous participants had 
undertaken the Elevate program, 
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mentoring and supervision and you know, helping 
you move through that pathway, we have a great 
support team.” (PFG2) 
 
“I think from the University’s perspective, that’s 
really a very warm environment and opening up that 
space for us, again, I need to highlight that it really 
comes down to our mentors, our bosses, our 
supervisors within the discipline, how we are 
treated and how we consider promotion to the next 
level.” (PGF2) 
 
“I got a lot of support from my head of school at 
the time, who was really good. I also got a lot of 
support from the university level, you know, HR […] I 
really liked the workshop.” (PFG4) 

Support and 
mentorship 
from other 
colleagues 

Applicants had availed themselves 
of mentors, which were helpful and 
validated their decisions to apply for 
promotion. Some had colleagues 
who supported them by advising on 
their promotion application and 
conducting mock interviews.  

“… there is the importance of champions and  
mentors. I think you know, for women in particular, 
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Table 5.2 Ongoing challenges and recommendations for UNSW arising from focus group research 

Challenge Data Recommendation 

Benchmarking and 
evaluation systems 
foster gender bias 
in their reporting 

“One thing that I didn’t realize and just to add to the 
equation is how BORIS does not differentiate 
between part-time and full time staff […] So BORIS, 
in my view, has been designed by men, for men, with 
all the normativity aspects enshrined in it and only 
those [who] research will be successful.” (PFG1) 
 
“There’s other things too with BORIS, because it’s 
also, it measures outputs which favours certain 
kinds of publishing because it doesn ’t differentiate 
between single author or multi -author publication 
and those as outputs and that sort of thing. So 
there’s a whole bunch of things that are masked in 
there with 



 

31 
 

 
“I’ve actually got a chronic health issue that’s going 
to be following me to the end of the year and that I 
need treatments for and I’ll put that in [the ROPE 
statement]. But is that going to make any 
difference? I don’t think so, and I haven’t slowed 
down, because I know that I can’t. Because if I really 
want this thing next year, I’ve got to still meet all 
those targets and things. And so while people tell 
me I should be off resting it ’s like well, I’m sorry, just 
doesn’t happen.” (PFG3) 

include a ROPE statement 
with their promotion 
application .  

�x HoS be encouraged to 
reflect an applicant’s ROPE 
statement in their 
promotion reports.  
 

Gendered 
organisational 
culture 

“There are gender aspects (as well as for people of 
colour) in the support that academics get from 
higher management.” (PFG1) 
 
“My gut feeling is that there ’
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Career prospects 

 
In 2020, 54% of UNSW staff were dissatisfied with career options and a higher 



 

34 
 

Table 6.1 Proposed further actions and indicators of success 

Reference 
Rationale/ 
Evidence 

Proposed Actions 
& Outputs 

Likely 
Timeframe 

 

Person/Group 
responsible 

for implementing 
action 

Senior Leader 
accountable for 
action delivery 

Desired 
Outcomes/ 

Targets/ 
Success Indicators 

 

1.Data 
management and 
reporting 
strategy . 
 
 

Broader 
visibility and 
incorporation 
of Equity, 
Diversity and 
Inclusion 
data should 
inform 
design and 
delivery of 
existing and 
future 
initiatives.  

a) Review the 
existing reporting 
of promotions 
data, identifying 
areas for 
improvement.  
 

TBD 

Workforce Analytics 
and Reporting 
Manager 
 
EDI 

Head of Talent 
and Recruitment 
 
 
+EDI 

Improved 
reporting 
capability. 

 

b) Explore the 
development and 
design of a 
survey to gather 
valuable 
feedback from 
promotion 
candidates and 
committee 
members. 

TBD 
EDI 
 
HR 

Head of Talent 
and Recruitment 

Information 
gathered will 
inform strategies 
and initiatives 
going forward.  

2.Continued 
improvement of 
promotions 
process. 

Build on 
ongoing 
success of 
promotions 
process. 

a) Consider a 
review of BORIS 
(UNSW’s 
research 
performance 
metrics system ) 
to identify and 
eliminate/mitigat
e potential for 
gender bias; 
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Reference 
Rationale/ 
Evidence 

Proposed Actions 
& Outputs 

Likely 
Timeframe 

 

Person/Group 
responsible 

for implementing 
action 

Senior Leader 
accountable for 
action delivery 

Desired 
Outcomes/ 

Targets/ 
Success Indicators 
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